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The effects of the Empire were personal as well as political. And as the sun has finally set on the 
Empire, we are now having to face up to all of those realities.
1
 
Andrea Levy 
1.0: Introduction 
In 2007, Andrea Levy’s prize-winning novel, Small Island, was chosen for a ‘mass read’ project in 
which Glasgow joined forces with cities across the UK during the commemoration of the 200
th
 
anniversary of the end of slavery. The choice of Small Island for this purpose came as no surprise 
to those familiar with Levy’s authorship since “slavery and its legacies, migration, and quests for 
belonging are recurring motifs in her work”
2
. Levy explores such important aspects of post-colonial 
reality as migration, racism and image of self and others. Moreover, Small Island chronicles an 
aspect of British history that has to do with the onset of multiculturalism in Britain.  
1.1: Problem definition 
The aim of this proposed project is to illuminate the ways in which Andrea Levy represents the 
subaltern voice in Small Island (2004). In order to do so, the synopsis will sketch out a study of the 
textual strategies in Levy’s novel. Furthermore, Levy’s approach to British history of the 20
th
 
century will be discussed.  
The analysis should concentrate on the representation of the ‘Other’ by asking the following 
questions:  
How does Andrea Levy carry out the task of narrating the subaltern voice? 
How do textual strategies work to challenge colonial hierarchies in Small Island?  
2.0: Post-colonial literature and standard code English 
At its height, Britain was the largest empire in history but it collapsed after the end of the Second 
World War. As part of a larger decolonization movement, the British Empire was dismantled and 
its status as a global power diminished. Nevertheless, its canonical assumptions about literary 
activity were tenacious and pervaded attitudes towards post-colonial literatures
3
. In that sense, a 
                                                          
1
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cultural hegemony was maintained and language was the medium through which a hierarchical 
structure of power was performed
4
: 
  
The diagram above illustrates the distinction between British English – proposed as the standard code 
English - as the centre and a number of the intersecting usages of English as the peripheries. 
This power structure, however, got challenged by post-colonial writing and its effective 
representation of the subaltern voice. Thus, a process was initiated by which the language might 
be ‘wrested’ from the dominant European culture
5
. Small Island is a contemporary example of 
this. 
2.1: Historiographic metafiction 
Historiographic metafiction “does not deny that the past ‘real’ existed: it only conditions our 
mode of knowledge of that past. We can know it only through its traces, its relics.”6  
Historiographic metafiction is a term coined by literary theorist, Linda Hutcheon. It applies to 
postmodern literature about historical issues. Hutcheon suggests that “truth and falsify may 
indeed not be the right terms in which to discuss fiction” given that there are only “truths in the 
plural, and never one Truth [in postmodern literature]; and there is rarely falseness per se, just 
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others’ truths”
 7
. This notion has a very destabilizing effect when applied to literary texts because 
the narrator’s reliability per se is questionable.  Whether the story told is true to the person 
narrating it or not, it remains one of many truths (or lies).  
2.2: The Question of Subaltern Agency 
“it can be argued that Andrea Levy’s Small Island (2004)…[has] to be considered as situated in the 
continuum from the postcolonial literary production of the first-generation immigrant writers in 
Britain to second-generation integration and inclusion in the British literary canon.”8 
Andrea Levy was born in London in 1954 where she grew up and still lives. Her position as a British 
born writer situates her at the core of British society and its literary production. Levy therefore 
shares the problem of other postcolonial writers who give voice to the subaltern in their books but 
have been born into middleclass homes in the Western world where they pursuit successful 
careers
9
. In writing about historical events she has to “narrate the agency of subjects outside (or 
sharing only partly) the discourses constituting the writer/narrator as the subject who narrates”
10
.  
While Levy’s first three novels explore the problems faced by black British-born children of 
Jamaican immigrants
11
, Small Island – being her fourth novel – examines the experiences of her 
parent’s generation. It is based on thorough research and the stories she heard from her parents 
about their encounter with the English society around the time of World War II. Levy, however, 
shares only partly the discourses which constitute the narrators of the novel. She has had to 
imagine how things were and how it felt like to experience the Great War which obviously is a 
difficult task.  
3.0: Settings and narrative structure 
Small Island is a historical novel with an overlapping approach to space and time. It moves back 
and forth between 1924 and 1948 and between different geographic locations, i.e. England, 
Jamaica, USA, and India. The prologue is set at the British Empire Exhibition in 1924 while the year 
of 1948 calls attention to the arrival of the Empire Windrush ship and the coming of immigrants 
                                                          
7
 Hutcheon (1988) p.109 
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 Small Island won three major literary prizes in the UK - the Orange Prize for Fiction, the Whitbread Book of the Year 
and the Commonwealth Writer's prize. 
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from the West Indian colonies to England. Both events are landmarks in the colonial history of 
Britain
12
. However, Levy complicates notions of truth and challenges the prevailing historical and 
cultural imaginary. The non-linear structure of the plot in Small Island “defies a singular 
articulation of the experience of migration and empire while suggesting instead a plurality of 
moments, locations, and perspectives”
13
. Readers are left with an unresolved representation of 
historical realities, albeit the intersecting stories of the four main characters serves as an act of 
reconstruction of the time before and after World War II. Levy’s subversive representation of the 
past opens it up to the present-day reader and may be described as typical of postmodern 
historiographic metafiction
14
: 
“Postmodern fiction suggests that to re-write or to re-present the past in fiction and in history is, 
in both cases, to open it up to the present, to prevent it from being conclusive and teleological”15 
3.1: Characters and relations 
In Small Island, Levy gives voice to multiple characters. The story is told from the perspective of 
two couples but they speak as four individuals. One couple is Queenie and Bernard Bligh, two 
Londoners with a faltering marriage who happens to become the landlords of the second couple, 
two Jamaican immigrants named Hortense and Gilbert Joseph. While the Bligh’s have agency in 
society and access to social power, the Joseph’s are the (post-)colonized subaltern subjects of the 
novel. Levy, however, does not explore the stories of the two couples as opposed to each other. 
Instead, Small Island offers a plural view of immigration by giving voice to all four characters. 
Immigration is seen as a “two-way process which affects the lives of those who emigrate as much 
as the lives of the native population”
16
 and both couples have each their stories of dislocation to 
tell. Gilbert and Hortense experience dislocation resulting from migration while Queenie and 
Bernard experience dislocation because they have to cope with radical changes to their home-
sphere. Thus, Levy depicts London as a ‘diaspora space’ inhabited by immigrants as well as “those 
who are constructed and represented as ‘indigenous’”
17
.  
                                                          
12
 Ellis (2012) p.70 
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3.2: Narration 
“Multiple narrators are by no means exceptional in the English history of the novel, but they do 
seem highly characteristic of border-crossing postcolonial fictions, where timelines become maps, 
directing us into different lives, and spatial relations lead us in and out of history.”18 
The use of multiple narrators in Small Island is distinctive. Each chapter of the novel has the name 
of its narrator at its head calling for attention to his or her version of events. While Levy’s narrative 
style has been compared to that of the late nineteenth-century realist novel, her use of techniques 
of shifting narration - in order to ‘undermine an omniscient rendering of history’ – can rather be 
described as postmodern
19
. She furthermore highlights the contest between sociocultural orders 
by her use of standard code and peripheral English
20
. Levy shifts between different dialects of 
English throughout the book depending on the context. For instance when Gilbert’s friend, 
Elwood, speaks to him it is consequently in patois:  
Ah, Gilbert, me know you would do this. Me know you would wan’ go live Babylon. Me know 
you nah stay here.21  
Hortense, contrarily, speaks her best standard code English when she addresses Queenie (e.g. 
p.232). However, when she is alone with Gilbert she thinks and talks patois most of the time. This 
use of language makes us know each character in Small Island intimately and adds to the 
authenticity of the story. It also strengthens Levy’s representation of the subaltern voice. 
Moreover, it calls attention to the ongoing process of identity formation in Britain:  
“Through highly self-conscious uses of language, Levy calls attention to the unfinished and 
ongoing process of identity formation in Britain”
 22  
3.3: Small islands and small islanders 
Interestingly, Hortense and Gilbert’s story is very similar to the one of Levy’s own parents
23
. 
Before leaving Jamaica they knew themselves to be British citizens and part of a great Empire. 
Alas, they expected a warm welcome from the local inhabitants of the so called ‘Mother country’. 
But their notion of empire as a ‘family of nations’ turned out to be an illusion. Along with other 
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immigrants from the colonies, they came to meet a society permeated by prejudices in terms of 
race, class, and gender. West Indians were taught to think of England as the center of a vast 
empire but – as the title of the novel indicates – it turned out to be (just) a(nother) small island 
inhabited by small islanders. This paradox is crucial to our understanding of Levy’s subversive 
historical narrative.  
3.4: Race and racism 
Queenie and Bernhard’s neighbor, Mr. Todd, clarifies his views on migrant workers by calling them 
‘guests in this country’ who should ‘step off the pavement for the English’
24
. To him, Hortense and 
Gilbert are foreigners (not British citizens) and persons of inferior rank. Bernard makes a similar 
statement about Hortense and Gilbert:  
“I’ve nothing against them in their place. But their place isn’t here.”25 
Apparently, Bernhard considers himself to be an insider while the immigrants are outsiders. 
According to him, the ‘we’ of British identity is a fixed form and he is unwilling to negotiate the 
coexistence of different British identities. Mr. Todd and Bernard both try to uphold the boundaries 
between the ‘I’ and the ‘Other’ they have known from before the Empire collapsed and the world 
changed. It is, however, not possible and they are forced to re-adjust themselves to the new 
situation. Levy, thus, depicts space as a social construct that is in a “continuous process of 
formation and modification”
26
.  
To Bernard, all non-whites are the same
27
 and he has got many names for them: ‘wretched 
bandits’, ‘coolies’, ‘darkies’, etc. Levy, however, does not try to demonize Bernard. She rather 
enables her readers to understand how he has become such a bigot. Levy’s portrayal of characters 
and the discussions of race in Small Island, thus, never become black and white.  
 
                                                          
24
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4.0: Tentative conclusion   
The main themes of Small Island are colonialism, migration, exile, racism, and cultural 
transformation. Also, the issues of belonging and not belonging are being explored through Levy’s 
inscription of Windrush history as well as through “contrapuntal voicing and tensions between 
creolized and standard English”
28
. Levy gives voice to the subaltern and highlights the contest 
between sociocultural orders by her use of language in Small Island. However, she narrates the 
agency of subjects outside the discourses that constitutes her. She depicts post-war London as a 
diaspora-space inhabited by insiders and outsiders and offers a plural view on immigration by 
seeing it as a two-way process that affects both the native population as well as the new-comers.  
A number of dislocating narrative techniques come together in Small Island. Levy uses techniques 
of shifting narration and hereby undermines an omniscient rendering of history. Moreover, the 
novel has an overlapping approach to space and time which again complicates the sense of 
history. Ultimately, Levy’s use of metafictional techniques disrupts and challenges the prevailing 
cultural imaginary.  
Small Island can be described as postmodern historiographic metafiction due to its “strategic 
representation of the past from a postcolonial vantage point”
29
. Levy defies the notion of history 
writing as the story of the past. In her narrative, there are only stories in the plural and culture is 
conceived as “a flux of contextualized identities: contextualized by gender, class, race, ethnicity, 
sexual preference, education, social role, and so on”
30
.  
6.0: Perspective 
In an essay from 2000, Levy calls attention to the fact that England is and has always been a 
‘hybrid nation’ rather than ‘an exclusive club’31. Among the majority of Britain’s white citizens, 
however, “ethnicity is seen as an attribute belonging to others – a mentality that enables white 
Britons to assume a national norm”
32
. This paradox makes it evident to think through the 
formation of discursive identity in Britain. 
                                                          
28
 Knepper (2012) p.7 
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 “All my books look at what it is to be black and British, trying to make the invisible visible and 
to put back into history the people who got left out – people like my dad.”33 
Levy’s father died in 1987 and it made her want to make him visible. She, however, seems to be 
more concerned about multicultural issues of today’s Britain than the father’s posthumous 
reputation. Being a second-generation immigrant, Levy knows that invisibility is “the condition of 
racial otherness”
34
 which makes a novel like Small Island so important: By re-inscribing the history 
of black-British people, Levy inscribes “the experiences of those whose present-day hybrid identity 
[is] the direct result of British imperialism”
35
. Interestingly, Levy’s subversive history-writing has a 
large appeal although it relies on multiple plot lines which might be unresolved. One possible 
explanation of her success might be the inspiration from TV series especially when it comes to 
suspence: 
“I think that TV programmes I watched as a child, like Crossroads and Coronation Street, have been 
hugely influential to my storytelling”36 
Levy’s success can also be explained by her use of humor even when she depicts the saddest 
moments of a story.  
An interesting way for further investigation of Levy’s work could be a comparative analysis of the 
development of plot in Small Island and Levy’s latest novel, The Long Song (2010) and/or her use 
of humor in relation to issues like racism and slavery.  
  
                                                          
33
 This quote is from an interview with Levy found in the paperback version of Small Island 
34
 Bennett (2004) pp.208-209 
35
 Ibid. 
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